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Voices of Christmas: The Prophet Cries, “Prepare!” 
Matthew 3:1-11 

A sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
Today’s message is the second in a six-part sermon series on the Voices of 

Christmas.  Each week during Advent and right through to Epiphany Sunday 

on the 5th of January, we’ll be listening to a different voice (or group of 

voices) as they describe the Christmas experience from their perspective. 

And we’ll be looking at our own world for the faces and places where the 

Spirit of God is coming once again into our world, bringing with it the hope, 

love and peace of God that is made real by the Christmas experience.  

Last week we heard the voices of the Jewish pilgrims as they made their way 

up to the holy city, Jerusalem, praising God and praying for the well-being 

of the city.  They sang this song for centuries, waiting and hoping to see the 

day when God would act decisively to put an end to injustice and oppression 

that is so much a part of our human condition. 

This week, we heard from the lone voice of a wild prophet known as John 

the Baptizer.  His message of repentance echoes through the ages with the 

words he borrowed from Isaiah:  

“Prepare the way of the Lord!  Make straight paths for him!”  

Then, as now, his question demands an answer from all who hear his tidings: 

What are we doing to get ready for God’s coming into the world? 

John was an unusual character, even for his time and place.  What we know 

about him comes primarily from the Gospels. 

- There had been no prophets for nearly 400 years until John appeared, 
wearing rough camel skins and eating locusts and wild honey. 

- He appeared on the margins of society—in the wilderness—calling 
Israel to repent and turn to God. The wilderness is a significant place 
of renewal for the people of Israel.  It was through the wilderness of 
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Sinai that God led Israel to purify them from their sins in preparation 
for leading them into the Promised Land of Canaan.  So when John 
began preaching repentance in the wilderness, he was signaling that 
God was about to lead God’s people through a new exodus, a new 
release from captivity, a new renewal experience. 

- And his message of repentance meant much more than just feeling 
sorry about our sin.  To repent means turning around; changing 
direction.  It is a call to totally reorient the ways we think about the 
world, and the way we live in it. 

That’s why his message was so jarring, bold and brash.  It shocked people 

out of their sensibilities.   

But from what we know of John’s world, their sensibilities needed shocking. 

That’s because Palestine was a land full of corruption, violence and 

oppression.  Not only were the Romans occupying the land, but the Jewish 

authorities who helped Rome maintain control exploited their own people.  

Taxes were high and the penalties for paying them stiff.  People who could 

not pay were thrown into prison or sold into slavery.   

Even the Jewish religious authorities, and others like the Pharisees, made 

following Torah—the Law of Moses—a heavy burden for people who had 

so little. 

So when John came preaching repentance and telling them to prepare for 

God to act in a new way, everyone expected the fire and the judgment 

against those who exploited the people. 

But things are not always what they seem. 

When Jesus came, his actions seemed out of line with the picture John drew 

of a firey judgment.  So much so that when John was in prison, he sent some 

of his own disciples to Jesus with this question: “Are you the one who is to 

come, or are we to wait for another?” (Matthew 11:3).   
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The answer: “Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their 

sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are 

raised, and the poor have good news brought to them” (Matthew 11:4-5).   

See for yourself, John. 

Jesus is doing just what the prophets of old said God would do through the 

Messiah. 

God was getting ready to do something new in Israel, but it did not look like 

what people were expecting. 

We run into these situations from time to time in our world.   

Things aren’t always what they seem. 

Kind of like the upcoming movie on the making of the Disney classic 
Mary Poppins.  In the trailers for the film, Walt Disney, played by 
Tom Hanks, thinks Mary Poppins has come to take care of the 
children.  But author P.L. Travers corrects him: “You think she came 
for the children?” she asks.  And as we learn from the title of the film, 
“Saving Mr. Banks,” the story is not about saving the children but 
saving the father, Mr. Banks.  For without Mary Poppins, Mr. Banks 
would spend his days toiling away at the bank without really getting 
to know his children. 

God’s ways of working in the world are surprising.  

God comes to save those who seem least deserving of saving.   

Not because of anything they’ve done, but simply because God loves them. 

So what do we do with John’s images of fire and wrath that don’t seem to be 

coming literally true? 

John’s call to repentance used vivid images to tell us that if we want to get 

ready for God’s coming into the world, we need to clean out our lives.  We 

need to dump the excess baggage we’ve been carrying to make this Advent 

pilgrimage.   

That is the judgment and the hope contained in John’s call to repent. 
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Get rid of the old; make way for the new! 

Change your ways of thinking and your behavior. 

Because God is coming and he’s bringing a new age with him.  If you want 

to be part of this new age, you need to fall in line with God’s priorities. 

It’s time for new wineskins because as everyone knows, you don’t put new 

wine into old skins—they’ll break.   

God’s new age requires new wineskins—everything will be changed. 

Everything about John is a wake up call.   

Everything he says points to God’s new future in Jesus. 

Everything he is, the way he dresses, eats, speaks—bears witness to the 

strange ways God works in our world. 

God is still at work in our world through prophetic voices that come once or 

maybe twice in a generation.   

In our own time, we can remember: 

- The voice of Martin Luther King, Jr., who called our nation to repent 
over its treatment of African Americans and other racial minorities.  
His voice was silenced by an assassin’s bullet in 1968, but not before 
remarkable progress was made toward ensuring racial equality in this 
land. 

- Just this last week, the voice of Nelson Mandela, former President of 
South Africa, fell silent following his death from natural causes at the 
age of 95.  It was Mandela who led the struggle against South Africa’s 
policy of apartheid—a practice that made the country’s Black 
majority second-class citizens.  And it was Mandela who led South 
Africa through a successful transition to a multi-racial, democratic 
country with a minimum of violence.  “No one is born hating another 
person because of the colour of his skin, or his background, or his 
religion,” Mandela wrote.  “People must learn to hate; and if they can 
learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more 
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naturally to the human heart than its opposite.”1  Mandela’s message 
was prophetic for its day.  And it is needed for our day as well. 

Today, we can hear a prophetic voice speaking through the words of a 

Pakistani schoolgirl named Malala Yousafzai.  A little over a year ago, this 

now 15 year old was shot in the head on a school bus near her hometown in 

northwest Pakistan by Taliban insurgents because she spoke out in favor of 

educating women.  Following emergency surgery in the UK, Malala 

recovered and became known around the world for her campaign to educate 

girls and young women.  She published a book, “I am Malala,” this year, and 

school children around the world have taken up her cause.2 

Her’s is a voice speaking to us prophetically from another culture, another 

faith; reminding us that in the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., “injustice 

anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 

It’s time repent. 

It’s time to reorient our thinking and ways of doing things in this world. 

That’s the message these voices in our world have for us today. 

John’s voice needs to be heard as one who prepared the way for God’s new 

coming into the world.  As he himself said: “One who is more powerful than 

I is coming after me” (Matthew 3:11). 

The greater one is Jesus, God’s Messiah, the one by whom Israel and all the 

world will be redeemed. 

The only way we can prepare for this coming is to follow John’s advice: 

Get rid of the excess baggage in our lives. 

Turn and follow God’s priorities, not ours.   

For Jesus is coming to baptize us with fire and with the Holy Spirit of God.  

                                                
1 Nelson Mandela from Long Walk to Freedom. 
2 “Profile: Malala Youfsafzai,” BBC News, article on internet, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-
23241937, accessed 06 December 2013. 
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So get ready to be made new. 

Get ready to have your world rearranged.  

Because we are on an Advent pilgrimage—we expect to be changed by the 

experience. 

It doesn’t matter where we began the journey. 

What matters is where we are going.   

And we are going to Bethlehem, to hear and to see the new thing God is 

doing in our world.3 

So prepare the way of the Lord! 

Amen. 

 

                                                
3 Charles W. Allen, “Second Sunday of Advent,” in Disciplines 2013, (Nashville, TN: The Upper Room, 
2012), 403. 


